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It was only two years ago that Dr Ross 
Laurie (pictured above) and Dr Joanne 
Scott delivered a lively talk to the Friends 
of Fryer on the Brisbane ‘Ekka’ (www.
library.uq.edu.au/fryer/friendsoffryer/
events/events_ekka.html) celebrating the 
recent publication of their book, Showtime: 
A History of the Brisbane Exhibition and 
their Brisbane Museum exhibit ‘Ten Days in 
August: Memories of the Ekka’. 
It was ﬁtting that Ross and Joanne pub-
lished such an erudite book on such a 
popular and uniquely Queensland phenom-
enon. Few have the love of Queensland 
that Ross had, and fewer still possess 
his breadth of knowledge of Queensland 
popular culture. 
Ross was never far from the forefront of 
Queensland historical research, and he 
played his own part in modern Queensland 
history as a political activist in the labour 
movement in the 1980s. He contributed to 
the corpus of political and labour history 
with his published works on state enter-
prises, gender studies, and social history. 
He presented research in Australia and 
overseas on such topics as indigenous ar-
tefacts at the Brisbane Exhibition, the White 
Australia policy in the popular press, military 
recruitment, and Anzac history in Queens-
land schools. 
A longstanding member of the National Trust 
of Queensland, the Brisbane Labour History 
Association and the Royal Historical Society 
of Queensland, his contribution to the book, 
Radical Brisbane (2004), typiﬁed his lifelong 
Dr Ross Laurie
commitment to the academic research of 
conﬂict history. At the time of his death, he 
had just returned from Canberra where he 
had completed research into the Department 
of the Prime Minister and Cabinet with Dr 
Scott and their research team. This research 
was due for publication in 2011.
After completing his PhD thesis on mascu-
linity in popular Australian magazines and 
comics, Ross made the Fryer Library his 
research home. He was a ﬁxture in Fryer in 
the Reading Room or at the microﬁlm read-
ers, mining decades of ephemera for elusive 
insights about Man magazine, Queens-
land’s Jubilee celebrations (Queensland 
Review, December 2009), the Queensland 
Premier’s Department (The engine room of 
Government: the Queensland Premier’s De-
partment 1859-2001), government butcher 
shops (in Transforming labour: work, work-
ers, struggle and change), and women in 
the Queensland Parliament (Queensland 
Review, November 2005). 
While technology was never his friend, 
Ross was most commonly found hunched 
and squinting over the microﬁlm viewers, 
paying the price for his devotion to primary 
research. He passed on his love of the Fryer 
Library to his students at the seemingly dis-
tant UQ Ipswich campus by incorporating 
the Fryer facilities as an essential compo-
nent of his courses on research methodolo-
gies. Many of his students, thus inspired, 
went on to complete projects which centred 
on the expansive and unique Fryer collection.
 
But this sketchy outline is so much less than 
the whole of Ross Laurie, and it will ring 
hollow to those of us who knew him. He 
was an academic’s academic, attacking his 
research with clarity and vision and docu-
menting his insights in the minutest detail. 
He was not just a chronicler of popular 
culture, he was also a voracious consumer 
of that culture, which proved invaluable on 
trivia nights. And most deﬁningly, he was 
a foul-weather friend; someone who was 
at his very best when you needed him the 
most, often when you didn’t realise you 
needed him at all. 
His death in February this year robbed us 
all of his future contributions to Australian 
and Queensland historical scholarship and 
some of us of a warm and staunch friend.
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Dr William Louis 
Thorpe 
Bill or William Thorpe—he wrote and pub-
lished under both names—was born in the 
war-engrossed industrial centre of Newcas-
tle in August 1943 and lived his ﬁrst thirteen 
years close by the local steelworks. He had 
a difﬁcult upbringing. Following a relatively 
unassisted birth in a hospital that his father 
would describe as ‘a chamber of horrors’, 
Bill’s mother succumbed to post-partum 
depression, a prelude to a series of nervous 
breakdowns and long bouts of incarceration 
in Morisset Mental Hospital. Her travails cast 
a long shadow over Bill’s childhood and 
teenage years. He was raised substantially 
by his father, a well-read, largely self-taught 
shop assistant (and later storeman and 
packer), in a modest working-class home; 
and such hard, early years would inﬂuence 
and colour the kind of Australian history that 
Bill ultimately chose to write.
In the mid-1950s the family moved to 
Sydney where Bill attended Randwick Boys 
High School, a tough and lively institu-
tion replete with many so-called ‘problem 
youth’—i.e. ‘bodgies’—and regimes of 
heavy corporal punishment. One of his 
class-mates later helped found the famed 
Atlantics instrumental group that developed 
the new Australian ‘surf sound’ in the early 
1960s. Yet, by this time, Bill, now working 
as a layout artist in various Sydney advertis-
ing agencies, had gravitated to progressive 
jazz, particularly the sounds of Thelonious 
Monk and Charlie Parker. Both these devel-
opments speak eloquently of Bill’s diverse 
creative talents–a prodigious skill at graphic 
art, painting, design and penmanship, and 
an encompassing love of music that led on 
to his eventual professional mastery of the 
mellow saxophone.
By the mid- to late 1960s, like many of the 
deeper-thinking members of his generation, 
Bill had developed a strong commitment 
against Australian and US military involve-
ment in Vietnam. His cartooning portfolio 
burgeoned from this time. Eventually, he 
would publish acerbic, graphically arrest-
ing cartoons about the Whitlam Dismissal, 
militarism, environmental crisis and the 
excesses of the Bjelke-Petersen regime in 
such journals as Green Leaves and The 
Cane Toad Times. As part of this political 
ﬂowering, Bill developed a deeply consid-
ered Marxian critique of Western capital-
ism that found him increasingly at odds 
philosophically with his chosen career in 
advertising. Encouraged by his lifelong 
